Library of Congress

Interview with Le Rowell

The Association for Diplomatic Studies and Training Foreign Affairs Oral History Program
Foreign Service Spouse Series

LE ROWELL
Interviewed by: Hope MacBride Meyers
Initial interview date: June 6, 1989

Q: The interviewer wishes to acknowledge an addition to the interview, taped separately. It
begins “How important is the role of the Foreign Service spouse?” and runs approximately
one page, to the end of the interview. This portion was added at Mrs. Rowell's request
after she had reviewed the typed manuscript.

This is Hope Meyers. | am about to record an interview with Le Rowell, wife of Edward
M. Rowell, now Ambassador from the United States to Portugal (Since this interview was
completed, Ambassador and Mrs. Rowell have been transferred to Luxembourg.). The
interview is being taped at my apartment, in Washington, DC. The date is 6 June 1989.

ROWELL: | was born on June 25, 1935 in Washington, DC in the Columbia Hospital

for Women. The home where | grew up was originally my grandparents' home built in
1919 just two blocks from the Washington National Cathedral in Cleveland Park. My
mother lived in Georgetown for the first four years of her life and then moved with my
grandparents to the house in Cleveland Park where she still lives today. After mother and
daddy were married, daddy took on the responsibility of the house. My grandmother lived
with us and | remember a happy, loving, family-oriented childhood.
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My sister, brother and | attended John Eaton Elementary School, following in the footsteps
of our mother and uncle. | graduated from Woodrow Wilson High School and then from
Strayer College. | went to work as a legal secretary, took night school courses at George
Washington and American Universities, and was very active in the life of our community
church, the Cleveland Park Congregational Church.

Ed and | have three children. Ted is 30 and lives and works as a para-legal in Washington.
Karen is 27, married and has a 4-month-old son, Daniel, born in February, 1989.
Interesting to note here that Karen met her husband, Tim Schuler, in our home in Lisbon.
In 1978 Ed was posted to Lisbon as DCM [Deputy Chief of Mission]. We had a policy of
inviting all newcomers to the Embassy to our house for lunch in small groups. We wanted
to get to know all the Embassy family. Tim had just arrived as a navy lieutenant, j.g., to
take the job as business manager for the U.S. Navy at Alverca, a Portuguese air force
installation. Karen had just arrived for the summer after her freshman year of college. They
met at the newcomers lunch. So we got an added bonus when Karen and Tim married
three years later.

All three children attended American schools overseas. Ed and | made a conscious
decision that we wanted the children to have an American education. We felt they would
pick up the local culture and language which they did through friends and our travels.

And most American schools overseas are in fact international schools with the American
curriculum. So they were exposed to more nationalities than just the local one. Karen had
one year in kindergarten at a British school in Buenos Aires because the State Department
did not pay for kindergarten in 1967, and the British school was good and less expensive
than the American one.

Ted attended four different elementary schools in six years because of transfers and
unusual circumstances. From Palo Alto, California, to Buenos Aires, Argentina, then to
Tegucigalpa, Honduras, where we were direct transferred, and then a period in John

Interview with Le Rowell http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib000998



Library of Congress

Eaton Elementary School (where | had gone) in Washington while we waited for events to
cool down in Tegucigalpa so we could return.

Of the three children Chris had more of his schooling in the States. We spent one year
at Stanford University [1970-71] followed by seven years in Washington before going
to Lisbon the first time. After one year at the American International School in Lisbon
we sent Chris to Northfield Mount Hermon in Massachusetts in 1978 for his last three
years of high school. He needed advanced placement courses not offered in Lisbon at
the time. This was not an easy decision for us, although Chris knew he needed more
academic challenge and was ready to make the change. So with his brother at the
University of California at Santa Barbara, his sister at Duke University and family in DC
and Connecticut, he had a strong support network and we felt comfortable.

The way Ed and | met is a kind of all-American story. My church in Washington, Cleveland
Park Congregational, was conducting a neighborhood canvass to find newcomers to the
neighborhood and prospective church members. One of the choir members was part of the
canvass group, and at a Thursday evening choir rehearsal he told me he had just met a
new family who had two sons who would be good prospects for our young adult group. So
| sent cards inviting them to the next social event which was a square dance and they both
showed up, and that's where we met.

Q: You were both quite young.
ROWELL: He was 24. He had graduated from college.
Q: Where was that?

ROWELL: Yale University. He had just started his graduate work at the University of
California in 1953 when he was drafted into the army. He went to Germany. He had taken
his written exams for the Foreign Service and had passed them before being drafted.
When he got out of the army he came back to Washington, DC, because that's where
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his parents were at the time and he needed to take his oral exams. After he passed them
there was a long wait for a security clearance and he worked at Woodward & Lothrop's as
a salesman which he hated.

Q: Yes, | can imagine that would have been an awkward period. It is for many people.
ROWELL: He was then already headed towards a Foreign Service career when we met.
Q: And, in fact, he had his first posting, if I'm not mistaken, just before you were married.

ROWELL: Yes, he did, exactly. That's one of the reasons it took me a while to decide if |
wanted to get married. Not that | didn't want to marry Ed, but was | going to be able to deal
with Foreign Service life.

Q: What were your hesitations, do you think, as you look back on it?

ROWELL: | didn't know if | was going to be able to deal with Foreign Service life. | wanted
to work. | was working and | was also in a transition period myself. | was working for a law
firm and | had been offered a job with a Congressman on Capitol Hill. | was right in the
process of trying to decide if | was going to take that job on Capitol Hill, or was | in fact
going to marry Ed and go into the Foreign Service. Since he had told me all the negatives
about the Foreign Service ...

Q: To prepare you?

ROWELL: To prepare me, | think, exactly. My expectations were low, instead of high, and
| really wanted to marry Ed. He was the kind of person that | wanted to spend the rest of
my life with. So | made the decision knowing that | wasn't going to be able to work when |
went into the Foreign Service. But | made that decision before | married Ed. | knew that |
would have to give up any ideas of a career and devote my life to the Foreign Service, to
our marriage, and to our children.
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Q: Have you found that a satisfactory solution looking back on it so far? You have, it
seems to me, more than almost anybody | know, managed to inject career, in a sense, into
your Foreign Service life while you've been living very much the life of a wife and mother.
So perhaps you've had the best of both.

ROWELL: | think | have. To me the Foreign Service has provided the opportunities

for doing many of the things that | couldn't do back here in Washington, but | could do
overseas. | could initiate programs, | could bring groups of people together. It's been a
unique opportunity for me, and I've occasionally had opportunities to do contract work.

| did one job in Central America; then, coming back to Washington, with the Overseas
Briefing Center. But | think it's been a plus. There's no question about it. It's offered me
opportunities, and | happen to have what | think are ideal qualities for Foreign Service life
which are portable careers and portable talents.

Q: I'd like to ask you right now, then, a question: What do you think are the qualifications
for a successful Foreign Service wife? You say, “I brought certain qualities and
qualifications to the job.” As you look back on the wives you have known, do you have
any thoughts now about those wives whom you regard as being particularly successful
as individuals and as representatives of the United States, and perhaps by contrast those
who were less successful?

ROWELL.: | think for myself and perhaps those who feel they have been successful, and
have enjoyed what they've done, | think they are the kinds of people who initially made a
conscious decision about what they were doing. They are self-confident and have a sense
of adventure and discovery. | didn't just say, “Oh, | think I'll try this out.” | thought about it
for over a year, and | made a decision that, first of all, | was going to make my marriage
work; and that | was going to try to carve a place for myself because | knew that | was
going to be the one making the sacrifices, not my husband. That was the role that | chose
to play.
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We communicate a lot. | have to say that | have an enormously supportive husband.

If I want to do something, he supports me enormously. One point | said to him, | said,
“What if | wasn't here? How much would it cost you to replace me?” He said, “First of all, |
couldn't, but if you're talking realistically about the representation and just the role of being
a hostess, organizing events, managing the administrative work at the DCM (Deputy Chief
of Mission) residence, being a representative of the U.S.” This was back when we first
went to Portugal actually, 1978-79. And at a minimum, just the services that | provided, he
guessed $30,000 a year, which | thought was interesting.

Q: Do you think there are certain skills? You said, “I had portable skills that lent
themselves to amplifying,” if you want to put it that way, “my life in the Foreign Service.”

ROWELL.: In general, yes. | think those people who have professions as teachers,

artists, nurses, the arts, have portable skills. | guess my basic skill is in management and
organization, which is really where | started in business school. Those skills have provided
me opportunities to put together programs, to bring people together, to initiate ideas.

As | said before, | probably couldn't do that here in the United States as well as | could
overseas, and it's provided the tools that | needed to build bridges. And | can't leave out
the people skill, the ability to work with people of different cultures, backgrounds and social
classes.

Q: I noted that in your biographical information you list as your professions “writer and
lecturer.” You certainly have done a lot of both, but management doesn't necessarily apply
to writer and lecturer. How did you happen to begin those, and continue those avenues?

ROWELL.: Part of the organization, or management, element is putting together programs.
Specifically | started some years ago at the Foreign Service Institute doing the lectures

on representation overseas. | wrote and put the course material together. And again it's a
guestion of organizing your materials, and then presenting the materials. | continue to do
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the same thing in lecturing. I've given the same representational workshops overseas at
our posts. | have also done lecturing on American quilts.

Q: Yes, that interested me particularly. | want to talk about that in another context.

ROWELL: The writing has always been there. | always seem to be either writing up
something - - for representational records for the embassy, or the big project that | did
which was the cross-cultural paper on Portugal for the Overseas Briefing Center at the
Foreign Service Institute.

Q: How did that come about? Because | wasn't aware that there was that kind of material
prepared at post for the OBC. Was that as a result of your initiation?

ROWELL: No, no, the Overseas Briefing Center initiated this, and it's an excellent
program, absolutely a super program. Eventually they will have cross-cultural papers for
every post where we have a mission overseas. When | first went to Lisbon — coming

from seven years in Washington where | was very active in the Kennedy Center and at
the Foreign Service Institute — | was trying to pull things together there; help morale,

get programs going. | didn't really have anything that | could put my teeth into. When |
came back to Washington, | talked with Jean German who was then the coordinator of the
Overseas Briefing Center. She and | were very good friends. We had worked together on
many projects. Jean said to me, “| want you to do something for me. | want you to write the
cross-cultural paper on Portugal.” | said, “Oh, Jean, come on, that's a big job.” And, in fact,
it was a big job. It was kind of doing a small dissertation for a college course, in a way. But
it was fun and | enjoyed doing it.

The interesting thing was, | did it a year after | had arrived in Lisbon. I could not write
that paper now in the same way, because after I'd been there more than a year | felt

my perspective had changed. My foreignness was fading. | was at the perfect stage on
arrival. | could make objective observations — not just intuitive things that | felt. Because
after a while you become part of where you are, and you lose the perspective of what are
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problems for other people. | was going through many of those problems at that time. | have
since updated the paper after a five year absence, now that I'm back again in Portugal.

| have updated just a few things because there have been sociological changes in the
country from the time of the revolution until now.

Q: We've been speaking about things that you've done for OBC, for example, and FSI.
When you began as a very junior Foreign Service wife, what was the nature of the training
that you got, if any, at FSI before you went to Recife?

ROWELL.: Terrifying.
Q: That was about 1956, or so.

ROWELL: We were married in '57 and left almost immediately after that. We were here
four months, because | was still working, and interestingly enough, | was earning more
money than Ed when we married — just to show you how times have changed. The only
course that | was able to take was the representational-protocol course.

Q: Who gave that then? Do you remember?

ROWELL: | don't remember.

Q: That was before Mary Vance Trent took over the running of the wives course.
ROWELL: Yes, it was. That's right.

Q: There was a woman who did do some of that named Regina Blake. | don't know
whether she was in any way in charge of the training at that time.

ROWELL.: At that point | was in a blur. The course was well intentioned, and you have
to remember the times. We're talking about a very traditional Foreign Service, we're
talking about a very traditional American culture at the time where ladies wore hats and
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white gloves, and stockings and the whole bit, as we used to say. Our first assignment
was in the northeast of Brazil, Recife, the tropics. After having finished this course at

the Overseas Briefing Center, | had everything in place. | had all my calling cards, and |
had my pencil to write in the correct corner, and | thought | had everything all together. |
understood protocol'When we arrived in the northeast of Brazil, which is in the tropics, we
arrived by ship — on a freighter. As we approached the dock | could see the consul and
his wife and a few other people in the consulate standing on the pier waiting for us. And,
to my horror, | realized that we were not going to pull up to the dock, that the tide was out,
and that we were going to have to climb down a rope ladder into a boat. So | stood there
on the deck, with my hat on, and my white gloves, and my stockings, and | thought, “Oh,
my God, this is just not possible. What am | going to do?” | thought to myself for a second.
| had one of those very small hats with a veil — completely inappropriate for the northeast
of Brazil and the tropics — I took off my hat and my gloves, and | shoved my hat and my
gloves in my husband's pockets of his coat, and | took my stockings off and | shoved them
in my purse, and | climbed down the rope ladder into the boat and was greeted with open
arms.

Q: Probably with cheers if they had been able to see you.

ROWELL: For me it was a real eye opener. At that moment | realized that no matter what
protocol calls for, common sense is your best guide. Then | also learned, after a number
of years of dealing with protocol, that protocol has a good reason to be there. It's very
useful, and it is, for the most part, common sense, and people shouldn't be terrified of it. |
learned that very quickly, and so in the courses that | give, that's my approach to it. Not to
be terrorized by it like | was, and if you forget to turn down the corner of the card, nobody
cares, or certainly there would be no serious consequences.

Q: When you arrived in Recife what kind of a post did you find? It was a consular post, of
course. How big was it? What was the American, or non-Brazilian population of the city,
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which | know is a fairly large one? What kind of activities did you find yourself either caught
up in, or needing to create for yourself when you were first there at your first post?

ROWELL: It was a very small post when we were there. It has since grown to be a
consulate general. Now | think it's back to being a consulate, but because of the AID
presence now it's very big. It was very small when we were there. There was a consul and
a vice consul, there was a USIS representative, AID, but small, but very, very small. We
were there a year-and-a-half. For me it was a tremendous adjustment. It was so different
from Washington, DC, and from the culture and place where | had lived. The American or
non-Brazilian population was comfortable as a community. American business and military
were represented, along with British and Dutch residents. There were also missionaries.
One in particular stands out. Gertrude Mason was one of the passengers on the freighter
that took us to Recife. She was a rather stern lady. We had talked a number of times on
deck where | usually sat in my Bermuda shorts writing thank-you notes for our wedding
gifts. Shortly before we landed she told me that | could never wear those shorts in Recife.
It turns out she was quite correct. | wore the shorts only at home. Ladies wore skirts. One
of the first people to visit me after our son, Ted, was born was Gertrude Mason.

Q: Did you speak any Portuguese when you went there? And if you didn't, how did you
learn?

ROWELL: No, | did not speak Portuguese. | learned it the hard way. The reason | did not
Is that there was not enough time between our marriage and the few months later when
we left for Recife and also | was not allowed to take language at all at the Foreign Service
Institute. So Ed, my husband, permanently borrowed the language books from the Foreign
Service Institute and carried them with him. [ literally walked around the city of Recife with
the lessons in my hand. | remember going to the doctor when | was pregnant with Ted,
our first child. He spoke only in Portuguese and had to write instructions down on paper

in Portuguese which | took home and got Ed to translate for me. Although I had taken
French in school, | had no background really at all for the language, and no training, and
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no opportunities. It was self taught then. It was the first post, adapting to marriage, to the
Foreign Service, to this rather remote place.

| also remember my helpless feeling shortly after our arrival on the ship. We were taken to
the home of the vice consul Ed was replacing. We had lunch. Ed and the vice consul left
for the office and | went upstairs to unpack and rest. As | was unpacking | heard someone
clapping. | looked out the back window and saw the maid in her room. The clapping
continued so | opened one of the shutters at the front of the house and looked out. Three
Indians stood at the front gate and when they saw me they started dancing and chanting.
| slammed the shutters shut and jumped in bed. The clapping continued and | just stayed
in bed in shock. That evening when the men came home and they described their day of
Ed being introduced to his colleagues in the consulate, | knew what the next question was
going to be, “And how was your day, Le?” | debated whether to relate my afternoon and
finally decided | would. The vice consul laughed and explained to me that all they wanted
was a contribution for their carnival costumes. | frankly did not see the humor then. No
one had left me any money and further | couldn't have spoken a word of the language
anyway to find out what they wanted even if | had had the courage to go to the gate. |
really thought this was a bad cowboy movie. I'd never been to a place like this before. It
was a sink or swim feeling.

Q: Could you describe it?

ROWELL: Yes. We had a very small house on a dirt road. The walls were painted in
alternating pink and blue with red shutters. There were holes in the wall going up to the
second floor for air circulation and for bugs to enter as well. There was no air conditioning.
After a while | got used to the green bugs and mosquitoes but not before a funny incident.
One night | woke up from a sound sleep to find my husband flashing a flash light around
our bedroom. | asked him what in the world he was doing. He said that he was looking for
the green bugs on the walls because | had asked him to. | have been known for talking in

Interview with Le Rowell http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib000998



Library of Congress

my sleep so | guess the bugs had affected me more than | realized. We used a fan at night
to keep the bugs away and | put mosquito netting over Ted's bassinet.

The water rarely reached the second floor. | would wash my hair on the lawn most of the
time because we had no water pressure. We had buckets beside the toilet with instructions
on how to flush a toilet with one throw of the bucket. | had to make practically all the food
including mayonnaise. All the products | was familiar with did not come in convenient

jars. Shopping was done at a central market. Martha Horton, wife of the USIS officer,
introduced me to the ins and outs of marketing. It took a whole morning to shop, unload
groceries, clean the fruits and vegetables, and store the food properly.

Our first child was born there and | was fortunate not to have had any complications. The
Brazilian military doctor who was to deliver the baby was put under house arrest shortly
before Ted was due. The doctor was part of a group of military officers who had criticized
the president, Juscelino Kubitschek. So | had no idea who was going to deliver my child.
When | went into labor Ed drove me to the open air hospital which had been built by the
U.S. Army Air Corps in World War Il. The hospital reminded me of the ones you see in the
movies about tropical islands. Well, Recife was in the tropics just seven or eight degrees
south of the Equator. | was in labor for sixteen hours and attended by a midwife who |
knew could deliver if necessary. Just hours before | delivered, the doctor arrived having
been released from house arrest. Ed stayed with me the whole time and wrote one of

his better speeches to be presented at a local university conference on democracy in
anticipation of upcoming elections. | made all the baby food, literally, in a Waring blender,
which we still have today. It was difficult for us to get things, but they would not send
anything up from the embassy for us. So a military couple, a sergeant who lived next door,
would bring in the baby's milk (evaporated milk) on their order that the Air Force flew in
from the United States. And | fed Ted bananas which | remember at that time was not
recommended in America for babies. But it is what was available where | was living.
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Q: Were conditions reasonably sanitary? For example, was the water drinkable? Did you
have to boil that?

ROWELL: No. The water was not drinkable. We had to filter and boil water every day.
Even to make ice cubes we used purified water and this is where some people slip up.
Every vegetable, fruit, whatever was eaten, had to be cleaned with little halazon tablets,
or Clorox if you didn't have the halazon tablets. And like all markets in places like that,

you go and buy the meat, whatever it is, bring it home, and if the chicken is alive, you Kill it
and clean it and cut it up. The maid killed the chicken. | could not bring myself to do that.

| remember, going home after four years of being in Brazil and never going home during
those four years, people would say to me, “Oh, but you're so lucky, you had a maid.” | was
irate, absolutely irate. | said, “Have you ever cleaned a kilo of rice or a kilo of beans?” And
they'd look at me like, “What do you mean, clean it?” | said, “Yes, it comes with stones,
and rocks, and dirt in it, and you have to clean it.” | said, “Have you ever killed a chicken?”
And that stopped them when they understood that we had to have a maid just to prepare
the food that we needed daily. So it was not a luxury, and it was also a security. If you
didn't have a maid in your house, the chances of being robbed were terrific. We had our
laundry taken. The maid put it out on the lawn to dry, which is what they did, including

the baby's diapers. Somebody would come along and take it. It was primitive. Even the
flowers, which | think were some kind of lily, that grew above the wall around our house
were eaten by the cows that were herded by our house each evening. One evening | had
planned to use the flowers for a table decoration and had to create an arrangement of
fresh fruit instead. We had no telephone. So all parties or anything you wanted to do, you
really had to plan ahead, and very often | had to get in the car and drive around and drop
invitations off, or send them to the office with my husband so he could give them to certain
people to deliver. We were really isolated.

Q: | can understand that you must have felt very far from Washington, DC. Were there
other Americans, other than the diplomatic personnel?
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ROWELL: Yes, there were a few. Bank people and private business people who became
very, very good friends. One of the things | did there (because again, | was looking for
some place where | could make a contribution, and | could make a difference) | thought,

“l can teach English.” I had made friends with a Brazilian neighbor, Dionea Meindardt.
Her husband owned a jewelry store in downtown Recife. So Dionea became my language
mentor and introduced me to the YWCA. | became active in the YWCA there, and | taught
English. As it turned out, one of my pupils, Maria Madalena, was the wife of Gilberto
Freyre, the well-known sociologist in Brazil at the time. Gilberto died in July 1987. Also
the wife of one of the leading artists, Lulu Cardoso Ayres, was a pupil and that was for me
an entree into their society. Dionea became a very good friend. It was she who warned
me about giving to every poor person who came to our front gate. She told me to stop or |
would have a constant stream of beggars. It did go against my charitable instincts, but she
was correct. They did stop coming by regularly.

It was also Dionea who suggested that | come sit down with the ladies at a cocktail party
and not stand up talking with the men. There was a real division of the sexes at parties.
After dinner the ladies would go off to a separate room while the men chatted and smoked.

We had a group of young Americans that would get together on weekends and barbecue.
One weekend the men decided they would go out and catch a young pig and we would
roast it on the beach. They brought the pig back to our house, skinned and cleaned it.
They asked me how long to cook it on the beach buried with charcoal. So | got out my
trusty Joy of Cooking book and figured so many pounds at 350 degrees. We had a good
time playing games on the beach while the pig was cooking. When the time came to dig
it up what a shock we had. It was mostly charcoaled pig. No one bothered to tell me the
temperature was probably closer to seven hundred degrees. We did have a good laugh
and | learned a big lesson.
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Q: What was your, and Ed's of course, relationship to the Embassy in Rio? Did you have
any contact with the larger American presence in Brazil? Or were you very much on your
own, both in Recife, and then in your later post afterwards?

ROWELL: From my viewpoint, we had no contact with the embassy at all. They wouldn't
even send up supplies for us. We would have visits from the consul general, Bill Affeld,
who was very supportive when he came up. But for the most part, | felt we were on our
own. We had a very good consul and his wife, the Whitakers, who were very supportive of
us, and they knew it was our first post, although they had their problems too. Her mother
was living there, and actually was very ill and frail. So they were caught up in their own
personal problems, too.

The other thing that struck me about that post, and also in Curitiba where we went
directly from Recife, was the isolation of agencies. People would be talking and planning
something, and they would say, “Oh, they're with AID,” or “They're with USIS.” It always
struck me as being slightly absurd. So | asked Ed, because this was all new to me, and |
said, “Why do people keep saying that? So what, that they're with AID?” He said, “Well,
agencies have their turf, and they like to protect their turf, so to speak.” | understand that,
but we both, from the very beginning, made a conscious effort to build our relationships
with all the other agencies at the consulates and embassies where we served.

When we went to Curitiba, there were a couple of instances. And it was difficult for me

in Curitiba because Ed was then the principal officer, the consul, and | was 24 years

old. | had one baby, a small baby six months old, and here | was the wife of a principal
officer. The wife of the USIS officer at that time was certainly old enough to be almost

my grandmother. This was their last post before retirement. They were very nice people.

| think she felt a little put off that Ed and | were so young and the principal officer. They
had been there, and they were kind of the leaders in the local community and in our small
consulate. | had to be very careful about how | handled them, and how | handled the

AID people because they were a much larger contingent. There were only three people
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from State; a communicator, a vice consul, and Ed and myself. That was it. Then we had
USIS and AID. The vice consul was a young man from New York City. This was his first
overseas post. A few months after his arrival, Ed asked me if | would teach George how
to drive his car which had just arrived. You can imagine my surprise. Yet when | thought
about it, of course, living in New York City you would have little opportunity to drive, which
was his case. So | taught George how to drive his car.

Q: That, by the way, is reasonably characteristic of many posts no matter what the size, is
it not?

ROWELL: Yes, yes itis.

Q: A State/Foreign Service (narrowly defined) representation and much larger contingents
from other groups.

ROWELL: Yes. | think, and I still do and | haven't changed my mind about this at all,

but | made a very big effort, and Ed did too, that we included them all in our official
representation. It didn't matter that when we were included in theirs, that they would put
the USIS wife to the right, and they'd put me to the left even though | was the wife of the
consul. | just said, “I don't care. If it's their way of getting a message across, that's fine.
But that's not going to change us.” Because we have found over the years that when

we all work together in a mission, you get much better results. And let's face it, we're

all working for the same government. It's not as if we had a military government, and a
cultural government, and an AID, and then the State Department. No. And as you say,
now we've more and more agencies overseas, and some of them, as in Bolivia, are larger
than the State Department. | think people in the State Department need to recognize this
and try to make things work.

Q: What were the circumstances surrounding your evacuation from Curitiba? How long did
that absence last?
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ROWELL: In 1961 Janio Quadros, the president, resigned and fled the country. The three
southern states, two of which were in Ed's consular district, Santa Catarina and Parana,
were under military rule. We were overdue to leave the country. |, at that time, was within
seven weeks of having our second child. | had been to a doctor there but we knew we
were not going to have the baby there. So | had to leave and Ed could not get any kind of
a military plane. Nobody would stop in those three southern states to pick anyone up. So
he got permission from the embassy to drive me through the military lines, and leave me
in Sao Paulo, and then he had to go back and stay at the post. | didn't know when he was
going to get back to the States. | knew he would get back, but | just didn't know when. Our
son at that time was just short of three. This was October 1961.

So Ed, in the consular car, drove us through the military lines. We kept getting stopped
periodically once we crossed over into the state of Sao Paulo, and Ed would be asked to
get out of the car and go over and talk to the commanding general who wanted to know
what was going on in Parana, or what was going on here, and then we'd get to another
point and he'd say, “Now further up the road the road is mined, so follow the detour signs.”
We'd go on the paved road and then we'd go off down on the dirt, and come back up on
the other side. In a way it was almost like playing at war but it was serious. | mean, it's

not something that | would dare laugh at, and | did not laugh at then. Now it seems a little

more entertaining than it was at the time but frankly, | was traumatized.

We got to Sao Paulo. Ed left me at the airport. | got on the plane with our youngest son,
flew to Rio. | was met at the plane with an Embassy car. The Brazilian driver dropped me
in a hotel and said he'd be back the next morning to pick me up. | didn't sleep all night
because | was afraid nobody would wake me up, and | was trying to take care of Ted at
the same time. The next morning the car was there. The driver came and he said, “Take
these papers.” And as | recall there was not an officer, it was the driver only. There was
no person, or another wife, that came and helped me. | got in the car and | remember him
saying, “Don't lose these papers. This one is very important.” | said, “What is it?” He said,
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“It's a court injunction for you to leave the country with your son.” Ted had been born at

a consulate so he did not have diplomatic immunity, and the Brazilians considered him

a Brazilian. No Brazilian woman could leave the country with her male child without her
husband's permission. | did not have my husband's written permission in the sense that a
Brazilian would have to have it. So the Embassy had a court injunction saying it was legal
for me to leave the country with our son.

The driver dropped me at the airport...
Q: You were left to cope with this by yourself with the authorities?

ROWELL: With this child, and | was blessed because he was a very good boy and | could
say to him, “Ted, you sit right there. I'm going over to the counter.” He sat there with all
the suitcases around him. | went to the counter, gave them my ticket, did everything, went
back, and little did | realize it, | was within six weeks of having our second child, and flew
back to the United States. Happily | have my parents here in Washington so | was able to
come back to a stable environment. But it's interesting what you do when you have to do it
without the support system that exists now. You just do it.

Q: I had not realized until now that there had been that set of circumstances that would
force anyone to leave at that particular time.

ROWELL: For me it was more my individual circumstances, because we were very long
overdue to leave Brazil and go to another post. We should have left but because things
were getting progressively worse in Brazil they wouldn't allow Ed to go.

Q: What happened to him?

ROWELL: He stayed on and came just a few days before Karen was born. By then the
coup was over, and things were beginning to settle down again.
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Q: When | was thinking about this interview the place where my attention was focused was
Bolivia. Did you have some of the same feelings about living in La Paz that many people
may have about living in other areas, where circumstances might develop, surprisingly,

in terms of ability to cope with the situation? In other words, did you find that living in a
country that is supposed to be not the safest, was in fact not as difficult as one might
picture it to be?

ROWELL: Yes. Let me answer that, but also let's go to Honduras because Honduras
follows what more or less happened in Brazil. Maybe | should do Honduras first, and then
go to Bolivia?

Q: Fine.

ROWELL: Okay, because we went from Buenos Aires, Argentina, to Honduras in 1968,
and it was a direct transfer. They cut short our tour in Buenos Aires. When we arrived

in Honduras it was my first real experience with anti-American feeling. | found it a bit
difficult to deal with initially. There were a lot of things that | was dealing with. First, leaving
Buenos Aires before our tour was finished. | was president of the Embassy Women's
Association which focused on introducing the wives to Argentine artists, composers,
architects, historians, etc. | was also co- authoring with Jo Yelton an orientation guide

to Buenos Aires for newcomers, as well as an “Entertaining ldeas” book. Both were
eventually published. | was reaching my plateau of “job satisfaction” and wanted to

finish my work. As | look back | realize that whenever I've found a solid niche, we are
transferred. The anti-American feeling and the fact that | didn't want to be there (in
Honduras) had an effect on our children. They became negative in their attitudes. They
were small still, but, “Mommy, | don't like this. | don't want to do that,” kind of thing. And
then | realized | was the one that was projecting this onto the children, so | kind of got my
act together. And once | got there and got settled, and got into some of my projects, things
began to level off a bit.

Interview with Le Rowell http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib000998



Library of Congress

But then problems were developing, as they had been over the years, were getting much
worse between El Salvador and Honduras. They had a war in 1969, the famous Soccer
War. As it turned out, the children and | were on home leave and Ed was recalled back to
Honduras, so he spent his whole home leave in Honduras while the children and | were
here in Washington with my mother. When we went back to Honduras after the war was
over, the anti-American feeling was incredible. The Hondurans felt that we, the Americans,
had not supported them. We hadn't sent airplanes, and guns, and ammunition, and what
they needed to win this war with El Salvador.

The security there was difficult. It was the first time that | had been involved in having
people follow me in cars, having our house watched. | had been teaching in a nursery
school that was training young women from the rural areas of Honduras. They were
learning to be teachers' aides. | taught arts and crafts and how to read to children. | was
allowed to continue my teaching even though the security people at the embassy were
not happy. | assured them | would be okay because the woman in the market place from
whom | bought fruits and vegetables had told me that she would hide me under her table
if there was any trouble. Her young child was in the nursery school above the market. On
my way home one day from teaching, | glanced in my rear view mirror and saw two men
in a car behind me. They stayed behind me for a number of blocks so | decided not to go
home but to turn in a different direction to see if they were really following me. They were
so | drove to a friend's house, rushed to the door, banged on it and the maid came. My
friend, whose husband worked for the Italian Embassy, was not at home but | explained
to her maid what the problem was, called our embassy and described the car which had
pulled up behind mine outside. As | was finishing the conversation the car pulled away and
disappeared. In retrospect | should have driven right to the American Embassy.

Our youngest son, Chris, was in a nursery school which two friends and | had set up. Ted
was in the fifth grade and Karen in the second grade at the American School. Some of the
students expressed anti-American sentiments, which | interpreted as not necessarily their
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own but what they had heard at home. The children could not go out by themselves at all,
and that included playing in our yard. They had to go in groups with a parent. Our son, for
example, couldn't even walk across the street to a little store to buy candy and come back.
| had to go with him. That developed into a situation that | certainly had never anticipated
when we were transferred there.

Q: What were your living conditions there? Were you in a compound? Were you in a
separate house? Were other people in separate houses?

ROWELL.: Yes. Everybody was in separate houses, and spread all over town, which made
it difficult for protection of Americans. We had one American family that actually had a
bomb fall in their yard. They lived right near the airport and the bomb missed the runway
and part of it was in the yard. That developed into a situation that was unpleasant. As we
all know, it has gone from bad to worse over a long period of time.

In Bolivia... our expectations in Bolivia were so low that nothing — | mean, anything

good would have been an upper. It was a sad experience for me. When your husband is
first appointed to be an ambassador some place it's a nice feeling. You feel like you've
accomplished something and we together felt that we had accomplished something. But
other people's reactions to Ed's appointment were just devastating. They'd say, “Oh, gee, |
hear you're going to Bolivia. Gosh, what a shame.” It's like we were going to death. People
were giving us condolences instead of saying, “That's terrific. We are so pleased for you.”
They didn't think about Ed at all. They just thought about, “Oh, God, he's going to Bolivia.”
Needless to say, we went with fear, and | in particular, went with fear and trepidation, not
knowing what to expect — except the worst.

The drug scene, the threats, the altitude, it's all there. | had this horrible picture of myself
getting off the airplane and fainting and falling down the stairs, or something to that effect.
Well, that never happened.
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As it turned out, yes, there were problems. When we first arrived in August 1985 it was still
the aftermath of changes of government and the installation of Victor Paz Estenssoro as a
democratically elected president. There were shortages of food, there were minor strikes,
marches in front of the embassy, and throwing sticks of dynamite. Security was very tight.
Ed had not only a personal guard that always rode in the car with him, but a follow car
filled with guards too.

Q: What about you?

ROWELL: When we first arrived | had a guard, but as the new president took over, and
things began to level off, and it looked like this democracy in fact was going to work, things
began to settle down. Settle down mainly for me. Ed always had the follow car. | talked
with the regional security officer, and told him what | would like to do. | would like to walk
to the embassy for my language classes, and he said, “Yes, you do that but you know you
don't follow the same patterns.” | said, “I'm quite aware of all the security precautions |
need to take.” So, in fact, | could walk. | could not drive a car. We did not have a personal
car. They preferred that | not have a personal car and drive around. | would be an easy
target.

| sometimes think the way security works, though, that it makes the ambassador an even
larger target. Everywhere we went it was like Hollywood opening night. | mean, the follow
car gets there, the guards jump out, they're running around. Then Ed gets out, and if

I'm with him | get out, and there's this big fanfare and everybody has to turn around and
look because this is not your everyday happening. So | have mixed feelings. | mean, |

do understand why they have to have it, but on the other hand | think it draws a lot of
attention. | felt safer by myself, walking on the streets. | watched for groups of men, or
people sitting in cars, or the same car, that kind of thing. | was aware of it and | felt quite
safe. But I'm not silly enough to think that it can't happen to me, because | know it can. It's
not me, it's just what | represent.
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Q: Your children, you said, in Honduras were rather affected by both the circumstances
and possibly your own personal response to the circumstances. Were they with you in
Bolivia?

ROWELL: No. That was 1985 to 1988. They were all in college and working by that time.
No, they were with us just in Honduras.

Q: Again, | would like to know a little bit about life in La Paz under these circumstances.
Were you able as members of the diplomatic corps, in addition to being representatives of
the United States, to have a reasonable social life, meet other nationalities posted there,
and, of course, Bolivians? How did you accomplish that? Had your predecessors helped in
introducing you when you arrived there as Ambassador and his wife?

ROWELL: No. They had already departed, so when we arrived, we arrived on our own,
and began to meet people on our own. Of course, there are lists that have been left, guest
lists, etc. That's where the representation comes in, because we feel it's an important part
of living overseas; inviting people from different walks of life, the diplomatic corps, from
the political, from the economic, from the cultural, the academic life, to the residence, and
mixing these people together and meeting them. That's precisely what we did. However,
the first thing that we did, and we're getting back to protocol again, is, we made our calls
on all the ambassadors that ranked above us. We found that to be an enormous plus.
People welcomed us with open arms. If an American ambassador and his wife do not
make those courtesy calls, people talk about it. We heard about ambassadors that had
not done that and it's worth the time, and the effort, to call. Even though it's a lot of calls
— not as many there as in Portugal, but never mind, we did it. The diplomatic corps were
grateful. They felt that we respected them, to take the time to make the courtesy calls.
That was, for us, an opening door into the diplomatic corps. Then, of course, the calls

on the president. | called on the president's wife, and | called on some of the wives of
ministers, the foreign minister. We built up some very good relationships and friendships.
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Q: | can certainly see that that would be a marvelous way to begin. Had you ever been to
Bolivia before?

ROWELL: Never, no. That was the first time. The other wives in the community there,

| think, dealt very well with living under these circumstances. We had periodic security
briefings, and orientations. It's not easy to get people to come to the orientations, but Ed
wrote a personal letter and said that he and | were looking forward to having them at the
orientation, and talking with them afterwards and having coffee. We had a good turnout
for the orientations, and part of the orientation, of course, is the security briefing. It was
done in a factual way so as not to panic people. We practiced using the radios. It was
interesting, at one of those sessions the communicator was showing the radio and how
it operated, and he said, “Who would like to try this radio?” Well, | knew how difficult it
was and the first time nobody wants to get up there and feel like you don't know how. So
| said, “I'll do it.” Once | got up there, and they could see that | was having trouble, they all
volunteered to follow along. That's part of it, it's the fear of the unknown, of not knowing
how to use that radio. The morale was good.

Q: Did you ever have to use it?

ROWELL: No, not for an emergency but | did use it. Once a month | would call in... no, |
take that back. A couple of times | did when the telephones went out because | was out
of touch with the embassy and | could only call through the radio. That also happened in
Portugal.

Q: You said, | think, that you and Ed initiated an orientation. Was there one before? Did |
misunderstand what you said? There had been orientations?

ROWELL: Yes, I'm sure they'd had them before. Planning the orientation at embassies is a
tricky thing. At each post they're always trying to figure out the best way to get the majority
of the people to those orientations, especially those who really need to come. Offering
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rides, offering food, having a potluck supper afterwards, or whatever. The attendance had
not been good at the orientations, so we were trying to figure out how to do it, and the
personal letter from Ed, which some people would say was a command performance. But
it was a kind command performance, “We want you to come. This will be helpful to you,
and Le and | are looking forward to seeing you there.” Meaning we want you and your
spouse, we want the family to come. We had a tremendous turnout.

Q: How big was the embassy? Again, Foreign Service and other components?

ROWELL: There were probably 300. It's huge because of the drug problem. You have
DEA, NAU (Narcotics Advisory Unit), a huge AID mission. Again, many more people in
other agencies than in State. In fact, if you counted all the contractors and security support
people, there were over 600 people at the embassy.

Q: Did people in DEA, and AID, and other supportive agencies in terms of the American
interest there... were they there with their wives, or were they there as single individuals?

ROWELL: Both. Those who were married had their wives there. That was difficult,
especially in the other cities, in Cochabamba and Santa Cruz, where the spouses — they
had some threats, things were difficult for them because the drug problem there is very,
very serious. Every time Ed and | would go to Cochabamba or Santa Cruz on an official
trip, for example, we would always make a point to have a breakfast or a lunch or some
kind of a meeting with the DEA and other American embassy people who might be there.

Q: How often did you do that?
ROWELL: We did it fairly often.

Q: Consciously you planned...
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ROWELL: Absolutely — to keep in touch with these people, and to keep in touch, for Ed,
for representation, to keep in touch with the mayor, and the governor, and the bishop, and
the president of the university and things like that. No, we traveled.

Q: Despite the difficult circumstances there, that was...

ROWELL: Security was very tight. The advance team would have to go out, and at the
time the defense attach# office had the C-12 — had use of a C-12 airplane — so we flew
on that airplane. Only once did we go on the regular airline, so we had the use of the
airplane to make these trips.

Q: I know that while you were in Bolivia you encouraged, among many other things that
you did, the development of certain artistic talents of Bolivian women. Did you, yourself,
do designing for them for the products that they prepared for you to bring, for example,
to Washington where you had, | think, a sale where you sold some of these beautiful
objects?

ROWELL: Oh, yes. That was Daisy Wende's thing. The designs, no, | did not do the
designs. They were done by local people, Bolivians. AID had an interesting project where
they took groups of women and created co-ops, and they knitted sweaters. Those designs
were brought in for the women to do, because we're talking about marketing in the United
States, which is something where you have to send designers from the U.S. down there.

| cooperated with that and went down with them to visit the cooperatives, to attend the
events, to lend support to the events for that particular effort.

Q: That was quite successful, wasn't it?

ROWELL.: Very. It's still going on. Also the products that came to the Bolivian embassy —
Daisy Wende's designs. She's doing very, very well providing work for the campesinos.

Interview with Le Rowell http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib000998



Library of Congress

Q: One of the things | find of particular interest in thinking about your own experiences in
the Foreign Service, is the fact that on the way, as it were, you developed so many skills
in a variety of directions. Because, after all, as we said at the beginning of the interview,
you entered the Foreign Service very early, very young, and all of the things that you have
done since, you have done while you have been doing other things in relationship to the
Foreign Service, of course. How did you manage to do all these things?

ROWELL: How did | manage? First of all | have a basic interest in people, and children
specifically. | found my interest in children has led me to many things | never dreamed
that | would be doing. For example, in Bolivia my interest in children led me to Save

the Children, and cooperation with many projects to save the children. The largest one

| did was, | was the liaison between Save the Children and AID for the construction of

a road. When you're talking about a child, you're talking about the whole community in
which the child lives. It's like the child opens all these doors for you, and | happen to have
the interest, and background. I've worked with children, not just my own, but groups of
children.

Q: I'd like to talk a bit about that road. Lots of people know about the road but very few
people, | think, know what the circumstances were, and what you did to get it built.

ROWELL: When | met the director of Save the Children, Bruce Harris, and they were just
opening their program there as we were arriving in Bolivia, he asked me if | wanted to
come out and see their site, and | said, “Yes.” He was very surprised, and he said, “Well,
you know, it's a long ride in a jeep.” | said, “I have blue jeans, that's okay. | want to go.”
So I went with him, and | went with him many times out there to look at the projects that
they were setting up. That's where | was able to coordinate efforts among wives in La Paz,
not only American wives, but even among the Bolivians themselves. When they found out
$20.00 would buy a hundred notebooks and pencils, people would contribute it. Or wool
for the women to make things in the cooperative. As | kept going out and seeing things...
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Q: What was the project specifically?

ROWELL: Save the Children. They have many elements in which they work, but this
particular one was... children would have to walk three to four hours just to go to school.
Some children never went to school. Products were rotting on the ground because they
couldn't get them out.

Q: This was an area immediately adjoining La Paz?

ROWELL: It was in the department of La Paz but you'd have to go out of La Paz, across
the Altiplano, and down into a valley, and it was down in this Inquisivi valley area.

Q: And that is perhaps typical of the remoteness, even very close to large settlements?

ROWELL: Oh, yes, and this is not even as remote as some of the other places. It was
quite remote. It was a six-hour trip; it could be anywhere up to eight hours over mostly dirt
road, in a jeep. It's just a road and in some places it was just one way, going around the
edges of the mountains, a